relentlessly expanding toward the coast of Louisiana, where it reached the shoreline earlier this month, Mississippi, and adjoining states.
The spill raises the prospect of extensive damage to the local fish and shellfish industries, and to the economy as a whole, in a region still recovering from the devastating effects of Hurricane Katrina. Already, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has issued a ban on fishing in regions predicted to be in the path of the approaching sheen. Many local fishermen have tried to recoup their losses by lining up to sign contracts with BP, who needs people with boats and knowledge of the area to help in the clean-up effort, which has mostly entailed laying vast sections of oil booms designed to soak up the encroaching oil. In terms of hard numbers, it's difficult to estimate the potential toll of the spill, given the unknowns, but the fact that the Gulf states contribute 20 per cent of the fish and shellfish produced by the US provides insight into what is at stake.
As to the environmental impact, memories of Valdez conjure up images of oiled birds washing up dead on the shore and volunteers scrubbing oil-soaked rocks. In theory, the situation in the Gulf is not all that far removed. The US Fish and Wildlife Department estimates that 20 national wildlife refuges are at risk, including Breton Island National Wildlife Refuge, the second oldest protected area of its kind in the country, established by Theodore Roosevelt in 1905. Breton Island and many of the other coastal refuges are home to numerous nesting wadingbirds and seabirds, including the recently endangered Brown Pelican, in addition to many other marine fauna like the Loggerhead Turtle. One Northern Gannet, a bird that uses the Louisiana tidal area as a stopover for nesting on its way to northern locales such as Newfoundland, appears to have been the first victim of the spill. According to reports, the bird was successfully extracted from the slick and is now in a bird rehabilitation center in Venice, LA set up to receive a potential flood of new patients.
The ultimate size and scope of the spill depend on the success of one or more options currently being pursued by BP in collaboration with a US government effort led by Admiral Thad Allen, Commandant of the Coast Guard. To deal with oil that has already leaked, chemical dispersants have been both dropped from overhead onto the slick and injected underwater at the site of the leak. These chemicals are essentially surfactants that reduce the concentration of oil and thus mitigate its toxic effects, although the dispersants themselves are toxic to a degree. A more environmentally friendly method is to collect the oil and dispose of it. BP has lowered steel and concrete collection domes down to the leaks with the aim of trapping rising oil that can then be pumped up to surface ships; however, early attempts failed. BP is literally in untested waters here, as such domes have only been used at shallow depths. The ultimate solution, of course, is to stem the flow of oil itself, but this will take time. In the short term, BP plans to lower shutoff valves to the ocean floor to stopper at least one of three active leaks on the sea floor, which appears to have been successful. The long-term approach is to drill a relief well that would allow concrete and mud to be pumped into the main well, snuffing it for good. Unfortunately, BP officials estimate that this solution could take three months to implement.
The timing of the spill could not have been worse for President Obama's controversial proposal to lift a federal moratorium on offshore oil drilling. Just last month the President unveiled a plan to open a vast expanse of coastline, stretching from Florida to New Jersey, to offshore drilling. This would seem to contradict the President's stance on global warming and his interest in developing alternative fuels. But the President had consistently alluded to the moratorium in the past, saying that, in order for the US to remain energy independent, there were "tough decisions" to be made on offshore drilling. However, many view lifting the moratorium as a concession, along with others related to coal and nuclear power, to Republican lawmakers who might otherwise block a future climate bill. With the current spill in the Gulf, the Obama administration has put the brakes on offshore drilling until the results of a full investigation into the cause of the spill are available.
It's tough to model how the atmosphere and biosphere are going to react to ever-increasing concentrations of carbon dioxide. But that's child's play compared with trying to anticipate the interaction of carbon dioxide and the US congress.
The latest example of this emerged toward the end of April when an argument about immigration law brought about an abrupt halt to progress on climate legislation. And, no, it had nothing to do with the carbon footprint of people who cross the borders illegally. It was politics.
First off, it helps to remember that the US congress isn't going to stick out its neck and take action on climate merely because the fate of the world's ecosystems might hang in the balance. There's not enough public support for that point of view, especially if it means gasoline is going to cost more at the pump. Instead, advocates on Capitol Hill and the White House have recast the issue as one of energy security, and "green" jobs. Democrats and Republicans alike strongly favor more secure energy sources and more jobs. So you'd think that this would be easy. You would be wrong.
In fact, only one Republican in the senate dared to side with the Democrats who have been trying to cobble together climate legislation. Sen. Lindsey Graham of South Carolina was the best hope for building bipartisan agreement, essential for progress. He had been working with Sen. John Kerry (D-Mass.) and Sen. Joseph Lieberman, an independent from Connecticut. Monday 26 April they were supposed to unveil their climate proposal.
But the deal fell apart on the weekend leading up to that longawaited moment. Graham walked away, angry that, all of a sudden, the Democratic leadership wanted to deal with the hot-button issue of immigration first. That would give an election-year boost to Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid of Nevada.
Richard F. Harris looks at the reporting of the hurdles facing President Obama in getting the climate change bill through Congress.
A withering political climate
but many scientists would argue that we shouldn't forget we're running a dangerous experiment with the Earth's life support system.
Of course, it's also not so simple to say that the Kerry-GrahamLieberman bill would save the planet. As a Guardian headline put it, "Campaigners call for urgent effort to save US climate bill, while some insist proposed legislation remains fundamentally flawed."
Journalists naturally gravitate to write about the political fight in Washington, and gloss over the questions of what would actually be effective. How much would we really have to raise energy prices in order to make cleaner sources of energy competitive? How quickly would our energy infrastructure evolve? And "Sound petulant? Maybe," wrote Washington Post columnist Ezra Klein. "But Graham has a legitimate beef here." Klein continues: "And this is why Graham is angry: He's taken a huge risk to be the lone Republican on climate change. Patrick Creighton, a flack for the conservative Institute for Energy Research, says that Graham's involvement makes him 'part of one of the most economically devastating pieces of legislation this country has ever seen, no more, no less.' And now it looks like Democrats are going to leave that hanging there..."
At the New York Times, columnist Thomas Friedman put his familiar economic spin on the events:
"China is having a good week in America. Yes it is. I'd even suggest that there is some high-fiving going on in Beijing. I mean, wouldn't you if you saw America's Democratic and Republican leaders conspiring to ensure that America cedes the next great global industry -E.T., energy technology -to China?"
Friedman argues frequently that climate legislation is all about economic progress -and that talking about the Earth's climate per se is likely to be counterproductive.
As the Toronto Star noted in an editorial, "An Angus Reid poll showed that only 41 per cent of Americans and 38 per cent of Britons now believe that 'global warming is a fact and is mostly caused by emissions from vehicles and industrial facilities'." The Star continues, "What's needed here is leadership," but part of the problem is, "President Barack Obama appears to have back-burnered climate change."
Actually, it's hard to figure how the president can lead when the main challenge is convincing Republicans to abandon their electoral strategy. Despite the broad public popularity of energy dependence and "green" jobs, it seems Republicans have concluded they'll get more mileage by arguing against whatever it is Democrats want to accomplish.
The news media have told many versions of that story since Mr. Obama was elected president. News consumers are less frequently reminded that there's much more at stake here than political power, energy security (which is not all its name implies, considering the global nature of energy markets) and "green" jobs. True, the issue doesn't poll well, how readily will Americans embrace key parts of the legislation such as an expansion of nuclear energy and offshore oil drilling (which was an issue even before the catastrophic blowout in the Gulf of Mexico)? "Many environmentalists are so desperate for action, any action, that they'll support anything that is proposed," wrote social scientist Roger Pielke Jr. "However, the proposals that we've seen so far would do more to sustain the general form of the modern energy economy than transform it." It's worth noting that his analysis was in a blog, not in a major newspaper. 
